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INTRODUCTION 


Theauthor of this ballad of Bobbili isa certain 
Mallesam of the Peddada family. His name is 
mentioned atthe end of the story, in the last two 
lines. Hisfather wasN agesam. No dueisavailable 
in the text to know about his time, place of 
nativity, caste or profession. The meaning of the 
last two lines isthis: 'Ye, hear the story narrated 
by Mallesam, son of Nagesam of the Peddada 
family”. It is certain that this work was composed 
sometime after 1757, the date of the battle of 
Bobbili, most probably in the 19° century. It is not 
known if there are any other works written by 
Mallesam. 


Telugu folk literature, which is mainly in 
song, is vast in extent. Literature has meant the 
Telugu kavya literature which is produced by, 
and is appealing to, the well educated and well- 
versed few. It was only very recently that the 
attention of scholars and critics was diverted to 
this folk literature. No doubt, this ballad of Bobbili 
in song is one of the dassics in the Telugu folk 
literature. Though the themeis historical, there is 
less of history and more of tradition. In line with 
the later-day Telugu poets, who adopted for their 
theme some story from the Puranas and 
developed it into a full-bplown -prabandha, 
Mallesam borrowed his theme from history and 
developed itinto a dassical folk-song-kavya. This 
work was written to immortalise the valour of the 
Velama ruling family of Bobbili and to sing the 
glory of Rao Rangarao, the hero of the ballad. The 
situations and indidents created by the author to 
depict the heroism of Rangarao and his brother, 
Vengalrao, and the animosity, ill-feelings and the 
machinations of their antagonist, Vijayaramaraju 
are highly interesting, though the latter's nature 
was not so black as painted by the author. The 
language employed is terse and simple, and the 
style vigorous and powerful. Thesametheme was 
developed into a prabandha in Telugu by 
Dittakavi Narayanakavi. It abounds in high- 
sounding Sanskrit words and compounds; but it 
lacks the simple grace of the language of this 
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ballad and can justifiably be counted only next to 
this dassical folk-song, in powerful expression, 
forceful style and rasa bhavas. Contrary to the 
facts of history, the author Mallesam puts an end, 
as in retribution, to the lives of Dubasi 
Lakshmanna, the Telugu interpreter to the 
French, and Hyderjang, diwan of Mons. Bussy, 
the two partners of Vijayaramaraju in the 
nefarious plot to put down Rangarao. There are 
other such deviations from history. 


Bobbilikatha, the ballad on the battle of 
Bobbili, which was fought in 1757 between 
Gopalakrishna / Rangarao of .— Bobbili and 
Vijayaramaraju of - Vijayanagaram, in the 
Visakhapatnam district, is very popular in the 
Andhra country, especially in the Northern 
Circars. This is particularly popular in the East 
and West Godavari and Visakhapatnam districts. 
It continues to be sung all over the country. The 
Bobbili singers are a particular dass of minstrels 
whose profession isto sing this ballad. They give 
performances for a pittance and engage the 
rapturous attention of the masses. Generally the 
performance is given during the night and lasts 
for nearly three hours. The party consists of three 
members, namely, the prindpal singer, and two 
chorus singers with their small kettle-drums. The 
prindple singer, with tambura and cymbalsin his 
hands, sings the ballad stepping backwards and 
forwards, dandng with a rustic grace and 
modulating the tone, and intonation in 
consonance with the rasa and bhava of the 
context. In fact, he is a mono-actor. Now he 
moves his audience to tears, and now he 
inaflames them to excitement. These ballads in 
song are now - called Burrakathas and 
Jangamkathas, the former because of the 
instruments the kathakas use, and the latter 
because of the community to which they belong. 


Telugu ballads in song were and are written 
generally in popular colloguial style so as to be 
easily understood by the man in the street, and 
this is one of the factors which accounts for their 
immense popularity among the masses. The 
Bobbili ballad is no exception to this rule. It is in 
colloguial but dignified style. Its popularity can 
begauged by the several redactions. | believethat 
the present version of the Katha is the original 
one. It mentions the several villages on the road 
from Hyderabad to Bejavada, from Bejavada to 


Eluru, from Eluru to Rajamahendravaram and 
finally from Rajamahendravaram to Bobbili 
which are all majilies or halting places or places 
of rest after a strenuous journey. It also mentions 
the various local chieftaindes or Zamindaries 
situate on the way. 


Like Vemana's verse and - Srinatha's 
extempore stray versesthis ballad grew in course 
of time, both in bulk and in the number of 
interpolated episodes. Today we have Peda 
Bobbilimaharaju Katha besides Bobbili Katha. | 
have with me a printed copy of the Bobbili 
Katha, which 1 bought some thirty or forty years 
ago from a Street-book-seller. Thefirst four pages, 
along with the title page of the work have been 
torn and lost. Hence it is not possible to know 
either the date of its publication or the name of'its 
publisher. But it is undoubtedly of the later half - 
or possibly of the last guarter - of the last century. 
This work contains 64 lines more than the one 
now edited. The main purpose ofthese additional 
lines appears to bethe conversion of this tragedy 
into a comedy. Thepurport of the additional lines 
is this: After coming of the age of twelve, 
Venkatrayudu, son of Rangarao went to 
Hyderabad with a retinue of Velamas and saw the 
Padusha (Pachchavu). He was much pleased to 
know that he was the son of late Rangarao of 
Bobbili. The Padusha took Venkatrayudu in 
procession on an elephant from Hyderabad to 
Bobbili and placed him on his paternal throne, 
having given back his estate to him. These 
additional lines further dilate on the merit that 
accrues to the hearers and writers of this story. 


Therivalry between the houses of Bobbili and 
Vijayanagaram started even with the inception of 
the two dhieftaincdes. The ancestors of these 
families settled themselves in the Visakhapatnam 
district having obtained, from the ten Nawab of 
Srikakulam, small estates. The early Zamindars of 
the Vijayanagaram family extended their 
authority in course of time and became very 
powerful in the Circars. Their chief seat of 
Government was shifted from Potnur to the 
present town of Vijayanagaram, where a fort was 
built in 1713-14. This estate of Vijayanagaram 
bordered on that of Bobbili and there was 
constant friction between the chiefs of the two 
estates. Vijayarama Gajapathiraju, who had the 
title of the "King of Kalinga' (Kalinga Pedaraju) 
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and Gopalakrishna Rangarao were the rulers of 
Vijayanagaram and Bobbili respectively aboutthe 
middle of the 18* century. Vijayaramaraju could 
not repress Rangarao on account of the nature of 
the terrain of the latter's estate and for want of 
better military eguipment. Theformer was always 
in dread of Rangarao, who held the other in 
contempt. = Vijayaramaraju  waited for an 
opportunity to wreak vengeance on his bitter 
enemy, the dhief of Bobbili. Such an opportunity 
presented itself during the rule of the French in 
the Circars. 


From the time of the disputed succession to 
the throne of Hyderabad, subseguent on the 
death of Nizamu'l-mulk Asaf Jah in 1748, the 
English and the French took sides with the rival 
claimants. The French gained an upper hand, 
following the death of Nasir Jang, son of the late 
Nizam, in 1750 and raised Muzuffar Jang to the 
throne. Unofrotunately, he was killed in the same 
year in the moment of triumph. Thereafter they 
espoused the cause of Salabat Jang, another son of 
the late Nizam, and succeeded in enthroning 
him. A contingent of French army under the 
command of Mons. Bussy was stationed at 
Hyderabad for supporting and guarding the 
interests of the Nizam whenever reguired. The 
French troops were paid from the Nizam's 
treasury. 


The French influence on Salabat Jang was 
abhorrent to the great nobles of the court, who 
tried their utmost to breack the alliance. Failing in 
their attempts, they put every obstadein the way 
of the French. The payment of the Frendh troops 
was often delayed by their tactics. Mons. Bussy 
got vexed with these nobles. He tried to get the 
Circars ceded to the Frend, in lieu of the cash 
payment, for the maintenance of his troops. At 
last he obtained the four dircars of Kondapalli, 
Eluru, Rajamahendravaram and Srikakulam from 
Salabat Jang in 1753. Masulipatam and its adjacent 
territory had already been ceded to the French in 
1750. Mons, Moracin the French officer, was in 
charge of it. After obtaining the Circars, Mons. 
Bussy instructed M. Moradin to take charge of the 
new French acguisitions. Jafar Ali, the Faujdar of 
Srikakulam, was against this transaction. He was 
unwilling to give up his charge of Srikakulam to 
the French. Heinduced Vijayaramaraju, the most 
powerful of the chiefs in the Circars, to join him 


to obstruct Mons. Moradn's entry. But Moracdn 
seduced Vijayaramaraju by the offer of the 
Rajamahendravaram and Srikakulam Circars at a 
very favourable rate. Finding himself deserted by 
his ally, Jafar Ali left his Circar with indignation 
and took refuge with the Marathas of Nagapur, 
who were then at war with Salabat Jang. The 
Marathas, having been persuaded by Jafar Ali, 
crossed the mountains, led an incursion into the 
coastal country and devastated the Srikakulam 
dircar. They directed their depredations, in 
particular, against the territory of Vijayaramaraju. 
Vijayaramaraju, who was «defeated — at 
Vijayanagaram, solicdited the help of Mons. 
Moracin, who despatched a contingent of troops 
in aid of the former. The combined troops of 
Mons. Moracdn and Vijayaramaraju marched 
against the Marathas. A battle was fought at 
Tummapalla (Tumpala), near Anakapalli between 
the Marathas and the allies, in which the former 
were defeated and decamped with an immense 
booty already gained, ravaging the contiguous 
Rajamahendravaram Circar also. After obtaining 
the plunder, they little cared for Jafar Ali and left 
him to his fate. Poor Jafar Ali was obliged to 
submit. 


In 1754 Mons. Bussy went to Masulipatam 
and Rajamahendravaram to settle matters in the 
Circars. He appointed Ibrahim Khan as the 
governor of Srikakulam. 


After sometime the relations between Mons. 
Bussy and Salabat Jang became much strained. A 
rupture ensued. So he had to entrencdh himself 
along with his troops in the gardens of 
Charmahal near Hyderabad until the arrival of 
reinforcements from Masulipatam. During these 
days of Bussy's trial, Vijayaramaraju of 
Vijayanagaram wasthe only Zamindar who stood 
by him steadfastly with assurances of his fidelity 
and regular payment of tribute. He helped him 
secretly with money also at a most critical 
moment. At last Mons. Bussy won the day. He 
was received back into favour by the Nizam. 


Taking advantage of thedistress of the French 
at Hyderabad, the Zamindars and other petty 
local chieftains in the Circars, with the exception 
of Vijayaramaraju, rejected the authority of the 
French and withheld the payment of tribute. 
Even Ibrahim Khan, governor of Srikakulum, 
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appointed by the French, disavowed their 
authority. To set matters rights Mons. Bussy 
proceeded again to the Circars to collect the 
balances of rent, to put down the turbulent local 
chieftains, to restore order and to re-establish the 
authority of the French. On the 164 of November 
1756 he began his march with 500 Europeans, and 
4,000 sepoys from Hyderabad. 


Mons. Bussy reached Rajamahendravaram 
on the 19° of December 1756. Hearing of the 
approach of the French, Ibrahim Khan, the 
governor of Srikakulam, fled to Aurangabad. 
Vijayaramaraju met — Mon. Busy — at 
Rajamahendravaram with a force of 10,000 men. 
He was received with every mark of respect. He 
utilized this opportunity for fulfilling his long 
cherished wish to crush Rangarao of Bobbbili. H e 
told Mons. Bussy that Rangarao should be 
suppressed as he was the instigator of the 
disturbances in the Circars. Mons. Bussy was 
persuaded to attack Bobbili. 


On -reaching -Bobbili, Mons.  Bussy 
commanded Rangarao to guit the fort and offered 
him, in lieu of his estate, a more extensive 
territory in another part of the Circar. Rangarao 
took it as an insult and defied his authority. AI 
the negotiations of Rangarao with Mons. Bussy to 
retain Bobbili for himself, failed. Soon after, a 
detachment of Bussy's sepoys was attacked in the 
Bobbili forests and some men were killed and 
more wounded. Enraged by this inddent Mons. 
Bussy determined to expel Rangararao from the 
fort and capture it. Orme in his History of 
Hindoostan graphicaly describes the fort of 
Bobbili, its defences and the battle. | have guoted 
below the relevant passages from his work, in 
extenso. 


“The province of Chicacole has few extensive 
plains, and its hills increase in freguency and 
magnitude, as they approach the vast range of 
mountains that bound this, and the Province of 
Rajahmundrum, to the north-west. Thehills, and 
the narrower bottoms which separate them, are 
suffered to over-run with wood, as the best 
protection to the opener valleys allotted for 
cultivation. The Polygar (chieftain) besides his 
other towns and forts, has always one situated in 
the most difficult part of his country, which is 
intended asthe last refuge for himself and all of 


his own blood. The singular construction of this 
fort is adeguate to all the intentions of defence 
amongst a people unused to cannon, or other 
means of battery. Its outline is a regular sguare, 
which rarely exceeds 200 yards; a large round 
tower israised at each of the angles, and a sguare 
projection in the middle of each of the sides. The 
height of the wall is 22 feet, but of the rampart 
within only 12, which is likewise its breadth at 
top, although it is laid much broader at bottom; 
the whole is of tempered day, raised in distinct 
layers, of which each is left exposed to the sun 
until thoroughiy hardened, before the next is 
applied. The parapet raised 10 feet above the 
rampart, and is only three feet thick. It is 
indented five feet down from the top in 
interstices six indhes wide, which are three or 
four feet asunder. A foot above the bottom of 
these interstices and battlements, runs a line of 
round holes, another two feet lower, and athird 
within two feet of therampart. These holesare, as 
usual, formed with pipes of baked day. They 
serve for the employment of fire-arms, arrows, 
and lances; and the interstices for the freer use of 
all these arms, instead of loop-holes, which 
cannot be inserted or cut in day. The towers, the 
sguare projections in the middle, have the same 
parapet asthe rest of the wall; and in two ofthe 
projections, on opposite sides of the fort, are 
gateways, of which the entrance is not in the 
front, but on one side, from whence it continues 
through half the mass, and then turns by a right 
angleinto the place; and, on any alarm, the whole 
passage is choked up with trees, and the outside 
surrounded to some distance with a thick bed of 
strong brambles. The rampart and parapet are 
covered by ashed of strong thatch, supported by 
posts; the eaves of this shed project over the 
battlements, but fall so near, that a man can 
scarcely sgueeze his body between; this shed is 
shelter both to the rampart and guards against 
the sun and rain. An area of 500 yards, or more, in 
every direction round thefort, is preserved clear, 
of which the dircumference joins the high wood, 
which is kept thick, three, four, or five miles in 
breadth around this centre. Few of these forts 
permit more than one path through the wood. 
The entrance of the path from without is 
defended by a wall, exactly similar in 
construction and strength to one of the sides of 
thefort; having its round towers atthe ends, and 
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the sguare projection with its gateway in the 
middle. From natural sagacity they never raise 
this redoubt on the edge of the wood; but atthe 
bottom of a recess, deared on purpose, and on 
each side of the recess, raise breast-works of earth 
or hedge, to gall the approach. The path admits 
only three men abreast, winds continually, is 
everywhere commanded by breast-works in the 
thicket, and has in its course several redoubts, 
similar to that of the entrance, and like that 
flanked by breast-works on each hand. Such were 
the defences of Bobbili; against which Mr. Bussy 
marched, with 750 Europeans, of whom 250 were 
horse, four field-pieces and 11,000 peons and 
sepoys, the army of Viziarama Raj, who 
commanded them in person. 


“Whilst the field-pieces plied the parapet of 
the first redoubt at the entrance of the wood, 
detachments entered into the side of the recess 
with fire and hatchet, and began to make a way, 
which tended to bring them in the rear of the 
redoubt; and the guard, as soon as convinced of 
their danger, abandoned their station, and joined 
those in the posts behind; the same operations 
continued through the whole path, which was 
five miles in length, and with the same success, 
although not without loss. When in sight of the 
fort, Mr. Bussy divided his troops into four 
divisions, allotting one, with the field-piece, to 
the attack of each of the towers. Ranga Rao was 
here, with all his parentage, 250 men bearing 
arms, and nearly twice this number of women 
and Children. 


“The attack commenced at daybreak, on the 
24% January (1757), with the field-pieces against 
thefour towers; and the defenders, lest fire might 
catch the thatch of the rampart, had pulled it 
down. By nine 0' dock, several of the 
battlements were broken, when all the leading 
parties of the four divisions advanced at the same 
time with scaling ladders; but, after much 
endeavour for an hour, not a man had been able 
to get over the parapet; any many had fallen 
wounded; other parties followed with as little 
success, until all were so fatigued, that a cessation 
was ordered, during which the field-pieces, 
having beaten down more of the parapet, gave 
the second attack more advantage; butthe ardour 
of the defence increased with the danger. The 
garrison fought with the indignant ferodty of 


wild beasts defending their dens and families: 
several of them stood as in defiance, on thetop of 
the battlements, and endeavoured to grapple 
with the first ascendants, hoping with them to 
twist the ladders down; and this failing, stabbed 
with their lances, but being wholly exposed 
themselves, were easily shot by aim from the rear 
of the escalade. The assailants admired, for no 
Europeans had ever seen such excess of courage 
in the natives of Indostan, and continually 
offered guarter, which was always answered by 
themenace and intention of death: not a man had 
gained the rampart at two O'dock in the 
afternoon, when another cessation of the attack 
ensued; on which Ranga Rao assembled the 
princdipal men, told themthat there was no hopes 
of maintaining the fort, and that it was 
immediately necessary to preserve their wives 
and children from the violation of Europeans, 
and the more ignominious authority of Viziarama 
Razu. A number called without distindion were 
allotted to the work; they proceeded, every man 
with a torch, his lance, and poignard, to the 
habitations in the middle of the fort to which they 
set fire indiscriminately, plying the flame with 
straw prepared with pitch and brimstone, and 
every man stabbed without remorse, the woman 
or child, whichsoever attempted to escape the 
flame and suffocation. Not the helpless infant, 
clinging tothe bosom of'its mother, savethe life of 
either from the hand of the husband and father. 
The utmost excesses whether of revenge or rage, 
were exceeded by the atrodous prejudices which 
dictated and performed this horrible sacrifice. 
The massacre being finished, those who 
accomplished it returned, like men agitated by 
the furies, to die themselves on the walls. Mr. 
Law, who commanded one of the divisions, 
observed, whilst looking at the conflagration, that 
the number of the defenders was considerably 
diminished, and advanced again to the attack: 
after several ladders had failed, a few grenadiers 
got over the parapet, and maintained their 
footing in the tower until more secured the 
possession. Ranga Rao hastening to the defence 
of the tower, was in this instant killed by a 
musket-ball. His fall increased, if possible, the 
desperation of his friends; who, crowding to 
revenge his death, left the other parts of the 
ramparts bare; and the other divisions of the 
French troops, having advanced likewise to their 
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respective attacks, numbers on all sides got over 
the parapet without opposition: nevertheless, 
none of the defenders guitted the rampart, or 
would accept guarter; but each fell advancdng 
against, or struggling with, an antagonist; and 
even when fallen and in the last agony, would 
resign his poignard only to death. The slaughter 
of the conflict being completed, another much 
more dreadful, presented itself in the area below: 
thetransport of victory lost all itsjoy: all gazed on 
one another with silent astonishment and 
remorse, and thefiercest could not refuse atear to 
the deplorable destruction spread before them. 
Whilst contemplating it, an old man, leading a 
boy, was perceived advandng from a distant 
recess: he was welcomed with much attention 
and respect, and conducted by the crowd to Mr. 
Law, to whom he presented the child with these 
words: “This is the son of Ranga Rao, whom | 
have preserved against his father's will.” Another 
emotion now succeeded, and the preservation of 
thisinfant wasfelt by all assomealleviation tothe 
horrible catastrophe, of which they had been the 
unfortunate authors. The tutor and the child 
were immediately sent to Mr. Bussy, who, having 
heard of the condition of the fort, would not go 
into it, but remained in his tent, where he 
received the sacred captives with thehumanity of 
a guardian appointed by the strongest claims of 
nature, and immediately commanded patents to 
be prepared, appointing the son lord of the 
territory which he had offered the father in 
exchange for the districts of Bobbili; and ordered 
them to be strictly guarded in the camp from the 
malevolence of enemies. 


“The ensuing night and the two succeeding 
days passed in the usual attentions, especially the 
care of the wounded, who were many; butin the 
middle of the third night, the camp was alarmed 
by tumult in the guarter of Viziarama Razu. Four 
of the soldiers of Ranga Rao, on seeing him fall, 
concealed themselves in an unfreguented part of 
the fort until the night was far advanced, when 
they dropped down the walls and speaking the 
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same language, passed unsuspected through the 
guarters of Viziarama Razu, and gained the 
neighbouring thickets; where they remained the 
two succeeding days, watching until the bustle of 
the camp had subsided; when two of them 
guitted their retreat, and having by their 
language again deceived those by whom they 
were guestioned, got near the tent of Viziarama 
Razu; then creeping on the ground they passed 
under the back part, and entering the tent found 
him lying on his bed, alone and asleep. Viziarama 
Razu was extremely corpulent, insomuch that he 
could scarcely raise himself from his seat without 
assistance: the two men, restraining their very 
breath, struck in the same instant with their 
poignards at his heart; thefirstgroan broughtin a 
sentinel, who -— fired, but missed; / more 
immediately thronged in, but the murderers, 
heedless of themselves, cried out, pointing to the 
body, “Look here! We are satisfied.” They were 
instantly shot by the crowd, and mangled after 
they had fallen; but had stabbed Viziarama Razu 
in thirty-two places. Had they failed, the other 
two remaining in the forest were bound by the 
same oath to perform the deed or perish in the 
attempt.” 


In this ballad the achievement is attributed to 
the daringness and valour of one hero, Tandra 
Papayya, the brother-in-law of Rao Rangarao. 


Much interesting information about customs, 
manners and items of dress of the Velamas and 
pieces of art which were in vogue during that 
period lies scattered through this work. This 
information will be useful for the reconstruction 
of our social and economic history of the period. 


I take this opportunity to thank Sri T. 
Chandrasekharan, the Curator of the Govt. 
Oriental Manuscripts Library, for allotting me 
this work to edit. 


Madras, 


29-2-1956 - M. Somasekhara Sarma 
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